“It’s Not the Abuse That Kills You, It’s the Silence”: The silencing of sexual violence activism in social justice movements in the UK Left by Downes, Julia
Downes, Julia (2017) “It’s Not the Abuse That Kills You, It’s the Silence”: The silencing of 
sexual violence activism in social justice movements in the UK Left. Justice, Power & 
Resistance, 1(2): 35-58 
 
 
“IT’S NOT THE ABUSE THAT KILLS YOU, IT’S THE SILENCE”: 
THE SILENCING OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE ACTIVISM IN SOCIAL JUSTICE 
MOVEMENTS IN THE UK LEFT. 
Julia Downes1 
 
Abstract 
Widespread doubt and disbelief of women and non-binary survivors who 
disclose, speak out and demand accountability for the violence they have experienced 
within social justice movements in the UK Left reveals a painful impasse and persistent 
barrier in movement building. Systemic failures of criminal justice responses to rape, 
sexual assault and domestic violence coupled with State violence and regulation of 
social justice movements and marginalised groups has led to consideration of 
community alternatives to help transform activist communities into cultures of safety 
and accountability. However, ‘counter-organising’ (INCITE! 2003; 2006) can distort, 
scrutinise and dismantle the work of survivors and their supporters in developing 
community accountability and safer spaces processes. The salvage research project 
(Downes, Hanson and Hudson, 2016) used participatory action research approaches 
and qualitative interviews with 10 women and non-binary survivors to explore the lived 
experiences of harm, violence and abuse experienced in activist communities in the 
UK. This article will explore how resistance to disclosures of gendered violence and 
anti-violence activism can be as (or more) harmful than the violence initially 
experienced. Five key silencing strategies are explored: (i) discrediting survivors and 
supporters; (ii) questioning the legitimacy of claim; (iii) questioning the legitimacy of 
community accountability; (iv) avoiding troubling recognitions; and (v) placing burden 
on survivors. The silencing of survivors and their supporters permits unequal power 
relations to remain unchanged and removes any need for the misogyny and sexism 
produced in activist communities to be critically examined.  
 
Introduction 
Previous scholarship has highlighted how ‘carceral logics’ exacerbate the 
poverty and violence experienced by people of colour, queer and transgender 
communities, working class and sex radical communities (Crenshaw, 1991; Sudbury, 
2005; Mogul, Ritchie and Whitlock, 2011; Spade, 2011; Stanley and Smith, 2011; 
Price, 2012; Lamble, 2013; 2015; Patterson, 2016). For those located in critical 
criminology and social movements on the Left (typically white dominated spaces) an 
emphasis on the State as ‘the powerful’ can lead to a tendency to locate the source of 
oppression outside immediate circles. This can obscure inequalities (of race, class, 
gender, sexuality, immigration status, age and disability) and conceal silencing 
strategies at work from inside social justice movements and disciplinary communities. 
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For instance, performances of ‘militant masculinities’ within anti-globalisation social 
movements and ‘manarchists’ in anarchist groups routinely exclude and marginalise 
women, transgender and non-binary individuals (Coleman and Bassi, 2011; Filar, 
2016). Dominant constructions of whiteness in feminist activism and scholarship erase 
and exclude black feminists (Carby, 1982; Amos and Parmer, 1984; Jonsson, 2016).  
Social processes that compound harm and exclude the most vulnerable in our 
societies act as obstacles to movement building that undermine core values of 
equality, liberation and freedom. As INCITE! national committee member Emi Kane 
explained “the transformative potential of a movement is only as present as the 
strength or voice of the most marginalised” (cited in Bhattacharjya, Birchall, Caro, 
Kelleher and Sahasranaman, 2013:287). In addition, as Courtney Desiree Morris and 
Theresa Warburton have highlighted, gender power relations and heterosexual 
intimacies are a critical weakness that can be used by agents of State repression to 
infiltrate social justice movements (Morris, 2010; Warburton, 2016). This is evident in 
the Police Spies Out of Lives2 campaign for women activists deceived into long-term 
intimate relationships with undercover police officers who infiltrated UK environmental 
and social justice groups (also see Lubbers, 2012; Jones, 2013). Social justice 
movements in the UK Left are faced with the task of examining and dismantling 
structural power relations that limit, threaten and undermine movement building. 
In recent years, responses to allegations of rape, sexual assault and domestic 
violence made against white male activist leaders, such as Julian Assange of 
WikiLeaks and ‘Comrade Delta’ of the Socialist Workers Party, have been criticized. 
Public debate and discussion has highlighted ongoing misogyny and sexism in social 
justice movements. This presence of, and difficulty in dealing with, gendered violence 
within social justice communities can be experienced as a painful impasse for activists. 
Unsatisfied by the internal responses of social justice organisations (such as dispute 
committees and complaints procedures) and the criminal justice system, survivors and 
their supporters within the Left have been exploring alternative strategies (such as 
safer space policies and community accountability processes) to hold abusers 
accountable for their behaviour and make social justice movements safer for survivors. 
However widespread support for, and implementation of, these alternative strategies 
has proved difficult to realize in practice. Positioned as diversity workers within social 
justice organisations and movements, sexual violence activists encounter many ‘brick 
walls’ (Ahmed, 2017). With so much at stake, how can the labour and demands of 
sexual violence activists within social justice communities be resisted? How can 
demands for safety and accountability be dismantled and silence restored? What is 
the impact of silencing upon survivors? What mechanisms of power does silencing 
reveal within social justice communities? 
In this article, I focus on some of the main silencing strategies at work within 
white-dominated anti-authoritarian social justice communities; meaning organisations, 
spaces and campaigns that fall under the umbrella of the UK Left. This includes groups 
who may identify as socialist, communist, anarchist, pro-feminist, anti-fascist, anti-
imperialist and/or anti-capitalist. I start with an overview of three public cases that have 
been crucial in framing contemporary discussions of gendered violence within the UK 
Left: Julian Assange, ‘Comrade Delta’ and Steve Hedley. This is followed by a critical 
examination of the landscape of criminal justice and State responses to sexual 
violence that underpins an exploration of community alternatives to address gendered 
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violence in social justice movements. Then drawing on empirical data with sexual 
violence survivors and supporters gathered in the salvage research project alongside 
public commentary of high-profile cases of gendered violence; I explore how 
accountability is evaded and unequal power relations maintained through a set of 
silencing strategies that: (i) discredit survivors and supporter; (ii) question the 
legitimacy of claims; (iii) question the legitimacy of community accountability; (iv) avoid 
troubling recognitions; and (v) place the burden on survivors. In viewing the impasse 
of sexual violence in social justice movements from the perspectives of survivors, I 
question how and why the status quo is prioritised over the lives of sexual violence 
survivors harmed within these movements. Where is the line between valuable critique 
and setting up processes to fail, and crucially, who decides? 
 
Going public: Survivors speak out in the Left 
Three influential cases of violence against women within the Left have informed 
the wider contexts in which survivors and their supporters are attempting to build 
cultures of safety and accountability. The most prominent involves Julian Assange. 
Julian Assange is best known as the founder of WikiLeaks, an organisation and 
website that publishes secret information, news leaks and classified information from 
anonymous news sources and whistle-blowers. On 6 December 2010, shortly after 
releasing information regarding the US-led ‘war on terror’, Julian Assange was 
accused of committing rape and sexual assault against two women, known as Miss A 
and Miss W, by a Swedish public prosecutor (Davies, 2010). This has resulted in a 
prolonged legal battle as Assange has resisted extradition and in June 2012 was 
granted asylum on humanitarian grounds at the Ecuadorean Embassy in London. 
During 2015 two charges against Assange expired but the investigation of the rape 
charge remained ongoing (Crouch, 2015). However, on 19 May 2017 Sweden’s 
director of public prosecutions, Marianne Ny, dropped the preliminary investigation 
into the rape charge against Assange stating that “all possibilities to conduct the 
investigation are exhausted” (Addley and Travis, 2017). The investigation could still 
be re-opened if Assange returns to Sweden before the statute of limitations runs out 
in 2020. However, at the time of writing Assange has arguably managed to exhaust 
investigation into the allegations of sexual violence made against him and continues 
to reside in the Ecuadorean embassy evading arrest for breaching his bail conditions. 
Elsewhere in the UK ‘Comrade Delta’ (Martin Smith, the former National 
Secretary and member of the Central Committee in the Socialist Workers Party, or 
SWP), faced allegations of serious sexual assault by two women, Comrade W and 
Comrade X, in 2012. The case was subjected to an internal investigation by the SWP 
Dispute Committee. This investigation was sensationalised in right-wing press as a 
“sharia-style court” (Edwards, 2013) and “kangaroo court” (Bracchi, 2013). The 
inability of the SWP to effectively acknowledge and respond to sexual violence within 
its organisation led many long-term activists, including Ian Birchall and Richard 
Seymour, to leave the party (Platt, 2014). The third case involved a complaint of 
domestic violence made against Steve Hedley, the Assistant General Secretary of the 
National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers (RMT) and (now former) 
member of the Socialist Party, by his former partner Caroline Leneghan, a Socialist 
Party member and assistant Branch secretary. The RMT carried out an internal 
investigation and no action was taken. Leneghan (2013) posted a public statement 
with images to speak out about domestic violence she experienced from Steve Hedley 
on International Women’s Day. 
  
In accordance with the observation that male academic reputations tend to 
withstand sexual harassment charges (Whitley and Page, 2015), it can be argued that 
the reputations of high-profile male activists are equally robust. Although Hedley 
resigned from the Socialist Party (Socialist Party, 2013) some have noted that the 
party have maintained a positive and close working relationship with him and that 
Hedley is still idolised as a prominent ‘left wing’ trade unionist. In some cases, men 
accused of gendered violence have gained power and wider recognition. For instance, 
‘Comrade Delta’ was subsequently given a PhD place at Liverpool Hope University. 
Meanwhile, Assange won UN recognition that he has been subjected to ‘arbitrary 
detention’ by Swedish and UK governments (Addley, Bowcott, Elgot, Farrell and 
Crouch, 2016).  
In these cases, the structural power and privilege of the accused, in terms of 
race, class and gender, can be wielded to legitimise the accounts of the accused. As 
Judith Herman explained “the more powerful the perpetrator, the greater is his 
prerogative to name and define reality, and the more his arguments prevail” (Herman, 
1992:8). The survivors in these cases used criminal justice responses, internal dispute 
and complaint procedures and public statements on the Internet in their attempts to 
seek accountability. However, abusers could still effectively evade accountability and 
silence survivors in each arena. We will return to consider these cases in more depth 
in the discussion of silencing sexual violence activism alongside the perspectives of 
survivors who participated in the salvage research project. It is, however, important to 
acknowledge struggles to secure resources for survivors of gendered violence to 
access specialist support and seek justice and accountability, including criminal legal 
responses and third sector support services, which involves difficult negotiations with 
state interests and neo-liberal ideologies.  
 
Tensions in criminal justice and advocacy work with survivors 
Feminists, practitioners and researchers in the violence against women and 
girls (VAWG) field are aware of the uneasy entanglements of feminist politics with the 
State in doing advocacy and justice work for and with survivors of gendered violence 
(Southall Black Sisters Collective, 1990; Peterson 1999; Jones 2004, Gupta 2003; 
Wilcox 2006; Price 2012; Patterson 2016). Critics within the field have argued that the 
domestic violence revolution has ‘stalled’ (Stark, 2007) and that there is a need to 
“redraw the map of violence against women” (Price, 2012:1). Multiple failures have 
been identified in criminal justice responses to rape and sexual assault including: 
widespread under-reporting; poor professional practices; ‘no-criming’; and attrition of 
cases and low conviction rates (McMillan, 2013; 2016; McMillan and White, 2015). 
Some criminal justice responses and policing practices that aim to reduce violence 
against women, such as mandatory arrest for incidents of domestic violence, have 
been found to increase women’s criminalisation (Chesney-Lind, 2006). Domestic 
violence has been found to be a key pathway for working class black women to prison 
(Richie, 1996). This means that criminal justice responses can exacerbate harms to 
the victims it sets out to ‘protect’ and ‘make safe’. This can leave survivors caught up 
in a criminal justice system that fails to challenge the enduring realities of living with 
violence in a racist and sexist society. Whilst some compassionate critics view such 
outcomes as ‘unintended consequences’ that can be smoothed out with further reform. 
More radical critiques see the State as responsible for perpetrating violence, 
particularly against working class queer, trans and non-binary communities of colour, 
by seeking to expand the capitalist interests of the prison industrial complex under the 
  
guise of security, law and order (Davis, 2003; Mogul, Ritchie and Whitlock, 2011; 
Spade, 2011; Stanley and Smith, 2011; Richie, 2012; Lamble, 2013; Patterson, 2016).  
Related to this is the concept of an anti-violence “non-profit industrial complex” 
(INCITE! 2017 [2007]; Patterson 2016) as an arm of the state. This refers to an 
increasing displacement of grassroots politics and activist practices with trained 
experts and qualified professionals who deliver specialist support services for victims. 
This non-profit industry is said to enable “the state not to directly deal with the problems 
of violence, but simply to manage violence in multiple spaces” (Peterson, 1999:65; 
see also Stark 2007:74-79). Reliance upon the State for core funding can leave 
specialist support services vulnerable to insecure provision and closure, the need to 
conform to erratic regimes of monitoring targets and outcomes, and increased 
competition with other service providers, particularly in an era of deepening ‘austerity’ 
and public funding cuts. This dependence can also reinforce a set of cultural 
representations and ‘public stories’ about what domestic and sexual violence is: white, 
heterosexual, physical and perpetrated by ‘strong’ cisgender men against ‘weak’ 
cisgender women (Donovan, 2016; Donovan and Hester, 2014). Those who fail to 
successfully embody the white, middle class, heterosexual, non-disabled and 
cisgender codes of “the ideal victim” (Christie, 1986) can struggle to name violence 
and seek help from State agencies to seek justice and recovery. Specialist sexual and 
domestic violence services can be perceived as inaccessible to diverse survivors 
including queer, transgender, non-binary communities of colour and sex workers. This 
highlights a need to go beyond the State for solutions to gendered violence, to cultivate 
alternatives that are mindful of the ways survivors are already responding to violence 
without privileging State or formal agencies. Such alternatives may offer additional 
routes to long-term systemic change (Price, 2012; Lamble, 2015). The finding that 
survivors first seek help from friends and family rather than formal agencies highlights 
a need to better understand the potential of the community in challenging gendered 
violence (Kelly, 1996; Wilcox 2000). 
 
Community alternatives 
A community can be defined as “a group of people in relationships based on 
common experience, identity, geography, values, beliefs, and/or politics” (Kershnar et 
al., 2007:21). Communities are complex and can overlap, fragment and reform and 
not even be conscious of being a community. However, informal community networks 
present possibilities for survivors to access support and challenge gendered violence 
(Wilcox, 2006). Restoring connection to the wider community has been argued to be 
central to sexual violence survivors’ recovery. Community activism can be a valuable 
source of meaning and connection, for instance, Judith Herman argues that: “women 
find this meaning by joining with others in social action […] In refusing to hide or be 
silenced, in insisting that rape is a public matter, and in demanding social change, 
survivors create their own living monument” (1992:73). Opportunities for community 
activism therefore offer survivors useful ways to recover and heal from trauma. The 
complex and challenging work of community accountability invites “communities to 
create options for responding to violence from within and to envision and create 
violence-free spaces and relationships” (Rojas Durazo, 2010:78). This involves critical 
self-examination of how the wider community sustains and condones violence 
alongside a commitment to create interventions to challenge violence and abuse within 
local contexts. Options include opportunities for the community to gain skills, 
awareness and knowledge of violence and abuse in reading or learning groups 
(Hereth and Rumpf, 2014); community accountability processes that involve the 
  
establishment of working groups to put in place practical strategies to support the 
survivor and hold the abuser accountable (Kelly, 2010; Caulfield, 2013); safer spaces 
policies (e.g. Audre Lorde Project, Safe OUTside the System and The Safe 
Neighbourhood Campaign, 2016); and the creation of alternative knowledges that 
privilege the voices and experiences of survivors and supporters (Chen, Dulani and 
Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2011; Patterson, 2016). 
Community-based responses are particularly crucial to contest the violence 
experienced within working class queer, trans and non-binary communities of colour 
and sex workers who are disproportionately targeted by State agencies and punitive 
policies. It is important to recognise that discussions of alternative responses within 
white-dominated social justice movements are only possible because of the struggles 
and work of people of colour who came before and established a legacy of self-
determined community alternatives to address lived experiences of violence without 
seeking safety and protection from the police or statutory agencies. This includes 
community resistance to police brutality, gendered violence, violent clients and child 
sexual abuse (Law, 2011; Kershnar, et al., 2007; INCITE! 2003; 2006; 2007; Sanders 
and Campbell, 2007; Kim 2010; Bierria, et al., 2011; Creative Interventions, 2012).  
In a UK context, a legacy of Black British feminist activism highlights how Black 
and Asian women have self-organised to articulate their oppression and interests 
autonomously from the racist and sexist ideologies of the State and Western feminism 
(Carby, 1982; Amos and Parmar, 1984). During the 1970s and 1980s the women’s 
liberation movement enabled many women to name sexism and identify violence 
against women as a key injustice and demand change. There is evidence to suggest 
that the white women’s refuge movement has been more willing to engage in 
partnership opportunities with State agencies to improve police responses to male 
violence against women, particularly in a time when the police focused on property 
crime and refused to take violence against women seriously.3 However, for black 
women, fear of the police and legal system, racism within the women’s liberation 
movement and solidarity with black men to resist racist State violence, meant many 
black, Asian and minority women organised autonomously from white women. For 
instance, demands for increased policing and Reclaim the Night marches through 
predominantly black areas of Leeds at a time of increased police brutality illustrates 
differences in the interests and approaches of white women and black women during 
this period (Sudbury, 1998). Gendered violence experienced by women of colour can 
be predominantly perceived by the police as a problem of ‘culture’ or ‘community 
attitudes’ leaving black women survivors to be denied access to justice. Black 
women’s resistance to imperialist and racist ideologies of black sexuality have 
illuminated the central role of community participation and activism in responding to 
gendered violence in Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities in the UK (Southall 
Black Sisters, 1990; Siddiqui 2000; Gupta 2003; Gill and Rehman, 2004; Chantler, 
2006).  
In contrast, the use of community alternatives to challenge gendered violence 
within UK white-dominated Left social justice movements is relatively new. Community 
alternatives offer crucial opportunities for activists to challenge gendered violence 
without recourse to the State. This is important given the antagonistic relationship 
between social justice movements and the State. Research has revealed the use of 
State-sanctioned surveillance, infiltration and police violence against activists 
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(Cunningham and Noakes, 2008; Lubbers, 2012; Jones, 2013; Gilmore, Jackson and 
Monk, 2016). For some activist survivors, the police are not an option, as Anna 
described to us: “I just don’t trust cops. I’ve seen them do awful things with my own 
eyes, and they’re not there to protect me, are they? And I think, if you’re dealing with 
shit that involves power imbalance, then the cops don’t seem that appealing”. 
Survivors in activist communities may therefore be more likely to seek help and 
demand accountability within informal community networks rather than formal 
agencies. However, resistance to the demands for safety and accountability within 
social justice movements introduces an obstacle for survivors, supporters and anti-
violence activists attempting community-based responses to gendered violence in the 
UK Left. 
 
Counter-organising and resistance to anti-violence community activism  
The way a community responds to a disclosure of gendered violence can be as 
(or more) harmful than the violence as initially experienced. Mechanisms that discredit 
survivors’ experiences and disrupt demands for accountability compound harm and 
hinder social justice movement building. For instance, in their analysis of staff-student 
sexual harassment in Universities, Leila Whitley and Tiffany Page (2015) highlighted 
how mechanisms at work in institutions and cultures enabled sexual violence, silenced 
women survivors and shut down opportunities for resistance. They draw upon the work 
of Judith Butler, Edward Said and Sara Ahmed to explain how sexual violence, as a 
practice of power, operates through concealment. Instead of naming sexual violence, 
institutional cultures normalised harassment and implemented procedures that denied 
responsibility. This effectively silenced women survivors and made accountability 
appear unreachable as “normalising power obscures and misnames women’s 
experiences of harassment and hinders access to resources that could provide women 
with the tools to challenge the prevailing quiet” (Whitley and Page, 2015:46).  
Similarly, the silencing of survivors can be maintained in social justice 
movements through a practice known as ‘counter organising’ (INCITE!, 2003; 2006). 
Counter organising is described as involving “a higher level of the devaluation, deceit 
and manipulation which are all also a part of the dynamics of gender oppression and 
avoidance of accountability” (INCITE!, 2006:284). It involves the harassment, isolation 
and disbelief of survivors and their supporters who raise the issue of gendered 
violence and demand accountability. It can also include abusers making counter-
allegations of violence, claiming victimhood status, questioning the legitimacy of an 
accountability process and/or deliberately obstructing and drawing out the process to 
exhaust those involved. Whilst debates and critiques of community accountability and 
safer spaces are welcome, aggressive tactics that close off possibilities for survivors 
to name and resist violence undermines the transformative and inclusive potential of 
the Left. How can an activist community grounded in social justice principles replicate 
the structures and spaces that allow abusers to counter organise? What insights can 
be gained into how and why gendered violence persists in cultures and institutions in 
which legislation and legal reforms have apparently been ‘secured’? 
 
The salvage research project 
The salvage collective4 began in November 2014 to bring together women, 
transgender and non-binary individuals who experience gender oppression, violence 
and abuse in activist communities. The salvage collective was initially envisioned as 
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a network to share experiences, resources, skills and build communities of belief, 
support and action. It emerged from a need for better understandings of the character 
of violence, experiences and needs of survivors in activist communities identified in 
workshops that we facilitated independently from each other.5 A small collective of 
three, the research collective and ten survivors carried out a research project to 
explore experiences of gendered violence, abuse and harm from the perspectives of 
survivors in the activist milieu of the UK Left (Downes, 2016; Downes, Hanson and 
Hudson, 2016). Ethical approval was granted by the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at The Open University. Drawing on models of ‘research justice’ (Jolivette, 
2015) and ‘participatory action research’ approaches that involve “a collaborative 
process of research, education and action explicitly orientated towards social 
transformation” (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2009:90) we carried out semi-structured 
interviews with 10 women and non-binary survivors6 between August 2015 and 
January 2016.7 Given that some survivors may be living in situations of ongoing 
violence we developed a safety protocol, a first contact procedure (to make sure all 
survivors were contacted safely and in ways of their choosing) and a support services 
information and resources sheet (to signpost survivors to support if they needed it).8 
Survivors did not have to sign the consent form using their real name and no 
documentation was passed on if it was not safe to do so. All interviews were done in 
a place that was private, safe and comfortable and at a time and date of the survivor’s 
choosing. If safe to do so, we emailed the interview questions to the survivor in 
advance to allow them to prepare. All the interviews were audio recorded and 
anonymised during transcription. All transcripts were emailed to the survivor to check 
for accuracy and to make sure that it did not contain any information that could 
personally identify them. We have used pseudonyms for all participants. All survivors 
were invited to join the working group and were encouraged to take part as much or 
as little as they wished in future meetings and communications. The research 
collective signed a confidentiality agreement to consolidate and demonstrate our 
commitment to keeping all transcripts, data and recordings safe and not share or 
discuss the content of the interviews outside the research collective.9 The interviews 
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generated 243 pages of transcript. The qualitative data analysis was carried out by the 
research collective in collaboration with survivors. This demanded each member of 
the research collective to read each interview, develop and discuss initial themes at 
research collective meetings. Two preliminary results discussion meetings (Sheffield 
and London) in April 2016 were held with survivors, activists and partners across the 
country to discuss our provisional themes. Based on the feedback from these 
discussions the coding frame was finalised and applied to the entire dataset using 
NVivo by the author. We launched an activist-facing zine-report at the Centre for Crime 
and Justice Studies in September 2016 and facilitated a series of five one-day 
workshops across the UK funded by the Feminist Review Trust in November and 
December 2016. 
Subsequent discussion and responses to our research project have highlighted 
a need for critical self-examination and accountability within our research collective. 
As a small research collective of three white women, the lens through which we framed 
the project, including our approach, assumptions and definitions, are limited. The data 
allows me to say more about gender, sexuality and class and less about race as all-
white sample of survivors restricts these discussions and limits the transformative 
potential of the project. Whiteness is assumed and unspeakable in the UK Left as one 
survivor Erin raised “we’re not talking about race; we need to talk about race because 
nearly everybody is white […] It’s not people of colours responsibility to resolve this or 
to bring it up. We have to bring it up”. Further work is needed for us to interrogate 
structures of white supremacy within the UK Left, our collective and the pre-existing 
concepts, methods and disciplines that we draw on; to decolonize our activism, 
research approaches and assumptions and re-centre people of colour in the future. 
For instance, although many of the survivors we interviewed did not identify as 
‘activists’ our project tended to privilege visible organisations and campaigns over 
everyday actions carried out in public spaces and informal support networks. Such 
actions tend not to earn the label ‘activist’ but address everyday challenges of survival, 
dignity and making life liveable, particularly for working class women of colour (Bryan, 
Dadzie and Scafe, 1985; Enke 2007). 
 
Silencing sexual violence activism 
A condition of secrecy about the widespread problem of sexual violence was 
shared and known between survivors involved in the salvage research project. The 
condition of secrecy inhibits open acknowledgement of living with violence within an 
activist community. For instance, Lydia described how ‘Almost every woman who I 
think of has had a bad experience with someone in the scene. So, part of it is that 
we’re just not talking about it enough. Every time someone disclosed to me it was 
always something that’s already happened they were already safe so there’s nothing 
I could do but it was always “please don’t tell anyone” “please don’t tell anyone he’s 
like this”’. Secrecy prevents survivors from speaking openly about their experiences 
and exacerbates that harm that survivors experience, as Beth explained, “It’s not the 
abuse that kills you it’s the silence around it that’s the killer”. However painful silence 
and secrecy is, the personal costs for survivors and their supporters who publicly break 
this silence and violate the condition of secrecy can be even worse. 
																																								 																				
all survivors. A record of the research data is available: http://oro.open.ac.uk/46915. Access to anonymised 
interview transcripts is available on a restricted access basis for research teams and individuals approved by the 
research collective and survivors. Research teams and individuals will only be able to access research data on The 
Open University premises, are not be permitted to copy the data and are required to sign a confidentiality 
statement. 
  
 
1. Discrediting survivors and supporters 
A common tactic to restore silence is to discredit survivors and their supporters. 
Sympathy can be short lived. If not quietened or explained away the voices and 
presence of survivors can expose hypocrisy within social justice movements. To make 
sure nobody listens to survivors and their supporters and reunify the community 
around already established values and common goals, they must be made wrong. 
Subjecting survivors and supporters to intense scrutiny effectively redirects attention 
and responsibility from the abuser and the wider community. In contrast to the survivor, 
the abuser demands nothing from the wider community, which can be much easier to 
hear, as Herman described “it is very tempting to take the side of the perpetrator. All 
the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing” (Herma, 1992:7). The ability to 
achieve and sustain credibility in the activist community, that is to be listened to and 
believed, once an accusation of sexual violence has been made, is more achievable 
for activists with privilege i.e. who are older, white, middle class, heterosexual, non-
disabled and cisgender men. In contrast working class, disabled, queer and bisexual, 
women, transgender and non-binary survivors can struggle to be recognised as 
credible political agents. Some women and non-binary survivors perceived a barrier 
of disbelief within their activist communities, as Micah described: “I just feel like I’ve 
always got to start from a position of like people aren’t going to believe me”. Some 
women survivors were particularly frustrated by cisgender men’s refusals to listen to 
survivors, as Hayley described: “I just felt dead affronted that he would not listen to his 
fellow female activists. If they alleged that someone had assaulted them, how insulting. 
I felt really insulted”.  
In some situations, the survivor may wish to remain anonymous, often to avoid 
harassment. However, the desire of the wider activist community to know the identity 
of the survivor can become central in deciding whether to listen, believe and support 
a survivor. As Grace explained: “people were like “I want to know who is it?” because 
who it is effects whether or not it’s true. Because that’s what they were getting at. They 
were getting at if they’re responsible respected person then they’re telling the truth. If 
they are a druggy with mental health problems they might be making it up”. Once 
identified, vulnerabilities often used by abusers to target and coerce survivors, 
particularly mental health, substance misuse and disabilities, were also used to 
discredit survivors if they spoke out publicly about the violence they had experienced. 
For instance, in the Hedley/Leneghan case introduced above, Hedley used mental 
health to undermine Leneghan’s credibility and bolster counter-claims of violence and 
victimhood in a public blog-post. The statement signed ‘Steve Hedley, cleared of 
domestic violence’ stated that “I stayed with Ms. Leneghan because she was attending 
therapy twice a week in an attempt to control her violent outbursts, she suffers from a 
condition known as Borderline Personality Disorder and has a history of violence, 
severe self-harm and attempted suicide” (Hedley, 2013). Similarly, Breanna, who 
revealed that she had been raped by a high-profile male activist in her community, 
explained: ‘He’s been saying I’m not reliable. He gaslit me. When I was kicking off 
about him being sexually predatory it was because I was a bit mad and “sexuality is 
the first thing to go love”’. A form of respectability politics, based on white middle class 
heterosexual non-disabled cisgender norms, can be mobilised to discredit survivors, 
undermine their experiences and enable the powerful to control the narrative of events 
and evade accountability. 
Within UK Left spaces hostility towards feminism offers another way to discredit 
survivors and their supporters. Feminism, as a rich resource to acknowledge, name 
  
and connect acts of gendered violence and abuses of power can become positioned 
as a disruptive and malignant right-wing force within the Left (Phipps, 2014). Anti-
feminist sentiment within the Left can be experienced as ubiquitous, as Lydia 
described, “I think there’s really negative impressions still out there of people who 
identify as being feminist that you’re a killjoy that if you don’t go along with certain 
things then you’re ruining everyone’s experience”. Lydia’s use of the term killjoy to 
explain her experience relates well to the concept of the ‘feminist killjoy’ (Ahmed, 
2010). Ahmed argues that the promise of happiness is a process of concealment that 
hides inequalities and justifies the oppression of ‘others’ under the rubric of the ‘good 
life’. This positions various ‘others’, including feminists and survivors, as threats who 
can expose the unhappiness that is the violence and abuse within social justice 
movements. Survivors and their supporters, rather than the culture of the UK Left, can 
be blamed and held responsible for the negativity and bad feeling of the sexism that 
they are pointing out. For instance, Erin, who at the time she was interviewed had not 
spoken publicly about being raped by a fellow activist, reflected on the perception of 
an ‘anti-men’ feminism that threatened to undermine and discredit her experience of 
violence: 
You’re either an angel or a witch so either wonderful or you’re out for 
revenge. You want to destroy all men you’re some kind of uber-feminist 
who wants to kill all men. It’s this idea that you can’t ever say anything 
and just mean it. You’re either doing it because you hate everybody or 
you’re doing it because you just can’t help being wonderful. And that’s 
really frustrating because you think well in activist circles shouldn’t we be 
trying to break that down but it’s still scary because you think people are 
just going to think that I’m just trying to get revenge. 
 
The dismissal of survivors’ experiences of violence as personal vendettas and 
means of revenge relates to the ‘myth of the vengeful victim’ (Herman, 2005) that 
circulates in wider society. This myth demonstrates a deep distrust of survivors’ anger 
and fear of the impact of unrequited demands for accountability on a community: “the 
victim’s passionate indignation is commonly viewed as a disruptive force, disturbing 
the peace of the community that is called on to redress the victim’s wrongs” (Herman, 
2005:576). There are costs to speaking out about violence in these contexts, as 
Hayley, who experienced harassment as a member of a safer spaces working group, 
explained: “that’s what happens to women who try and take control of dealing with the 
issue of abusive behaviour in their community”. 
Feminist killjoys and vengeful agendas are echoed in the wider community 
responses to high-profile cases that discredited survivors and their supporters. For 
instance, the survivors who accused Assange were discredited as pawns either for the 
CIA, radical feminist or neoconservative ‘dark forces’ who had deliberately set up a 
‘honey trap’ using a ‘nice pink sweater’ (Assange, 2011; Phipps, 2014; Crouch, 2015). 
The organisation Justice for Assange10 maintains that the case was dragged out for 
political gain by the prosecutor Marianne Ny and Swedish politician Claes Borgström, 
supporters of the survivors. This allows allegations to be dismissed as part of a 
conspiracy by a ‘man-hating lesbian’ (Norman, 2012) to trap Assange into a ‘hornet’s 
nest of revolutionary feminists’ (Miriam, 2010). The danger of a feminist conspiracy to 
dismantle the radical left also informed the harassment experienced by supporters of 
W in the ‘Comrade Delta’ case: 
																																								 																				
10 Further information about this organisation can be found here: https://justice4assange.com/ 
  
The lies spread included accusations that we were in collusion with the 
state to destroy the party, that W was a woman scorned because D broke 
up with her, that it was just a relationship that ended badly even though 
we had made clear no relationship had occurred, and politically we were 
labelled autonomist feminists with a secret agenda to undermine 
democratic centralism and the Leninist tradition. (Simon F, Viv S and Rita 
M, cited in Collins 2013) 
 
The ability to successfully perform credibility and compel others to recognise 
injustice and take action is only a possibility for a minority of survivors in an activist 
community. For instance, Grace, a working class feminist woman, found that her anti-
violence work and activism was consistently discredited: “They weren’t afraid of “oh 
no ‘Grace’s’ gone and accused us of this” but if someone cool or like more respected 
like [name] or someone that’d been really well connected and someone that’s 
respected if they’d said this maybe they’d want to act on it more”. This highlights the 
need to centre an analysis of power in situations of competing accounts. A desire to 
reunite the activist community can compel activists to question the credibility of 
survivors, to collude in a silencing of survivors and their supporters, and return to 
business as usual. However, this promise of happiness or a unity that subjugates 
‘others’ is inadequate, as Hayley reflected: “there are some benefits to that kind of real 
united against a common enemy thing like but at what cost?” 
 
2. Questioning the legitimacy of claims 
Another tactic to restore silence involves questioning the legitimacy of the 
accusations and claims made by survivors and their supporters. To insist that it did not 
happen. This can involve the creation of counter-arguments of conspiracy, attack and 
victimisation by a more powerful enemy. Accusations of destructive right-wing motives 
behind the complaints of rape and sexual assault can circulate. For example, the 
‘reality’ behind the accusations made against Assange was reframed as a state 
conspiracy to extradite him to the US to face charges associated with leaking private 
and confidential information via WikiLeaks. Mark Stephens, Julian Assange’s lawyer 
stated that, “Dark forces are at work. After what we've seen so far you can reasonably 
conclude this is part of a greater plan.” (cited in Razaq, Woodhouse and Bentham, 
2010). This is a particularly effective argument in the Left given the hostility to the 
increased counter-insurgency of social justice movements (Jones, 2013; Lubbers, 
2012). This enables some commentators to position “state protection of women from 
sexual violence as a tool for the United States’s criminalization of a person whose 
actions have threatened U.S. military interests” (Spade and Willse, 2014:6). Therefore, 
counter-claims of victimhood can be made by the privileged, to deflect from the 
experiences of survivors and a need for accountability. The possibility that both 
scenarios could be true (i.e. that sexual violence happens and the State has an interest 
in the extradition of Julian Assange) can be discounted.  
Consequently, some on the UK Left became preoccupied with this 
sophisticated repositioning of sexual violence as a tool for the State to ‘witch-hunt’ 
activists and “discredit the whole of the revolutionary left” (Sell, 2013). This paranoia 
can linger around discussions of sexual violence in activist organisations, as Micah 
recalled “I remember at some point in my local [activist organisation] there was. I think 
it was actually to do with creating a complaints procedure but like immediately a guy 
put his hand up [about] how the complaints procedure could be abused “oh I could just 
make something up about this guy because I don’t like him””. Similarly, Grace, who 
  
raised serious concerns about ongoing sexual violence in a social centre, faced 
criticism from activists who accused her of ruining the reputation of the social centre 
and those associated with the space. Interestingly several male activists deployed 
feminist language to claim victimhood and argue that her actions had made them 
unsafe: 
I met up with a couple of them individually. The cis[gender] men I met 
said that they felt unsafe because they thought that I’d been blabbing 
around everywhere and that I was turning people against the [social 
centre] and that people weren’t friends with them anymore because they 
didn’t get invited to other stuff. They thought it was because I’d said bad 
things about the place and those that lived there. […] I felt they were 
abusing the whole discourse of safer spaces saying “I don’t feel safe in 
the [social centre] because what if someone comes and does something 
there because they're pissed off about the rumours of rape apology”. But 
to be honest serious violence and feeling uncomfortable you can’t 
compare them it’s bullshit and one guy he was getting under my skin, 
hijacking safer spaces in this way.  
 
This leads into the third tactic of silencing in activist organisations that questions 
the credibility of community alternatives. 
 
3. Questioning the legitimacy of community accountability processes 
Another tactic involves questioning the legitimacy of community alternatives to 
detract from the need to be accountable and shut down the possibility of accountability 
in activist communities. Subsequently safer spaces and community accountability 
processes, often driven by survivors and supporters, have been subjected to intense 
scrutiny and distortion by men and women in the UK Left. Some critics, such as 
Anonymous Refused, point blame at a ‘safer spaces movement’ that advocates the 
exclusion of those deemed unsafe and the use of elitist vocabulary to police activists. 
In this line of thinking activists can be encouraged to attribute bad feelings around the 
impasse of sexual violence in activist communities to a punitive and illegitimate safer 
spaces movement: 
the whole issue has become, frankly, terrifying. There are more and more 
people scared to be involved in political organising, scared to go to social 
events, look on facebook or twitter, for fear that they may be excluded or 
denounced in the name of safer spaces, or for fear of being reminded of 
previous, deeply upsetting – some might even say ‘traumatic’ – 
experiences of exclusion or denunciation […] Though the denunciation of 
the example, the forcible excision of the unsafe tumour in the communal 
body, everyone else attempts thereby to purify themselves. This is the 
definition of scapegoating. The process never ends, though, because it 
disavows (despite paying constant lip service to) the oppressive 
tendencies in all of us, rather than honestly confronting them. The 
communal body, unsurprisingly, remains ill, so yet another tumour must 
be identified and the accountability surgeon called again. The taboo 
spreads, farcically at times. (Anonymous Refused, 2014). 
 
Instead of creating alternatives to address harm and develop cultures of safety 
and accountability the ‘safer spaces movement’ is held responsible for harming others 
  
and obstructing accountability using ‘illusory and poisonous’ processes (Left Unity, 
2014). Whilst our own data pointed to the potential for abusers to wield the language 
of feminism to further control and isolate survivors (Downes, Hanson and Hudson, 
2016), other critics have been careful to distinguish ‘actual abuse’ from ‘overstated 
harm’ in discussions of conflict and accountability in activist lives (Schulman, 2016). 
However, the issue returns to who has the credibility and privilege to name what 
constitutes ‘actual’ violence and abuse and be believed.  
Instead of a coherent safer spaces movement, our data suggests that 
community accountability processes are being developed by a relatively small 
dispersed network of activists and survivors who frequently face opposition in their 
local communities. For instance, Collette described: “I’d like people to have more of 
an understanding of safer spaces and there tends to be again a kind of constant slight 
drip drip not liking of safer spaces that kind of you always feel it’s under intense 
scrutiny and whatever you do is going to be wrong”. Some survivors were involved in 
activist spaces who actively resisted the formalisation of a safer spaces policy, as Erin 
described: 
There was a big discussion about how ‘oh we don’t need that because 
we already do it’. A lot of women were just like ‘well if you’re already doing 
it then what’s the problem in writing it down?’ Because sometimes you 
get people coming in the [space] who, are behaving in an inappropriate 
way and you need to, it gets to the point where you need to remove them. 
And some of those people don’t like it unless you’ve got it written down. 
And I think a lot of people said ‘well we don’t need it written down it’s our 
[space] we’ll decide’ and we were like ‘yeah but also if you’re the only 
person working on the bar having a bit of paper with it on can actually 
help you’ so after much discussion there is one now. 
 
Whilst there is widespread condemnation of gendered violence within the 
activist community, who determines how it should be responded to is deeply 
contested. Women and non-binary survivors can find their needs and interests 
quashed by the needs of the more privileged to maintain the gender order and broader 
status quo. For instance, Hayley reflected on the hostility she experienced as part of 
a safer spaces group at a social centre:  
I actually think that a lot of men who kind of were involved in this backlash 
like ‘yes we’re against the abuse of women’ they are against rape and 
domestic abuse and they think it’s awful and child abuse is awful. But it 
should be them who decide and them who protect and them who make 
the decisions. They’re fine with it until the women get the power and the 
women get the say and actually yes survivors can say ‘you did this to me 
and you know what I’m not going to prosecute you because I probably 
won’t be successful, can you just get out of my social centre please and 
be glad that you’re not going to prison’ because that’s all. It’s not justice 
there’s no punishment. I mean for fuck’s sake look at the place how mean 
we are. […] The way people have reacted to safer spaces it’s just been 
phenomenal. 
 
Whilst exclusion from a space was often taken as a temporary measure by 
survivors to encourage the abuser to think through the impact of their behaviour and 
access support. Abusers and others in the community often put pressure on survivors 
  
to permit the abuser access to these spaces. Partial solutions to this included allowing 
the abuser to attend events or meetings when the survivor was not present. This 
response effectively located the problem of violence in individuals, rather than the 
wider culture or community, and placed the burden of managing safety on the survivor, 
as Collette experienced: 
Part of the thing that annoys me is that there’s a lack of trust of survivors. 
That we have to be really transparent and say “this is why I’ve done this” 
there isn’t a sense of, “oh ok”. This other guy who’s been saying “oh can 
we not try and work out how to get him back down”. So it’s like why can’t 
you just trust me? It’s like a really frustrating thing. That I’m having to like 
constantly justify and explain and educate people about what’s going on. 
 
A distinct self-protective cultural practice of trust that operates within activist 
communities can lead to an over-emphasis on exclusion within community 
accountability processes. In contrast, some survivors saw community accountability 
as a practice of care that explicitly offers an abuser an opportunity to learn and change 
their behaviour with support from their peers. For instance, Erin explained, “that’s what 
an accountability process is trying to do. It’s trying to span this void between the black 
and the white of you’re in the trusted circle or you’re out and you’re out forever. You’re 
trying to say what you did was untrustworthy but you can change that”. The distortion 
and intense scrutiny afforded to community accountability work effectively erases the 
lived experiences of survivors and detracts from a call to hold the accused 
accountable, or a need to self-examine and transform social justice movements into 
cultures of accountability.  
 
4. Avoiding troubling recognitions 
The next silencing strategy involves avoiding opportunities to recognise and 
learn about sexual violence and community accountability. This practice allows a 
community to evade responsibility for creating the circumstances that permit sexual 
violence. Stan Cohen defines denial as the “need to be innocent of a troubling 
recognition” (Cohen, 2001:25). The avoidance of knowing also relates to what Kristie 
Dotson terms ‘pernicious ignorance’, an ignorance that “causes or contributes to a 
harmful practice, in this case, a harmful practice of silencing” (2011:239). This means 
that remaining uninformed and unaware of ongoing sexual violence and alternative 
community responses can further harm and silence survivors and their supporters.  
Survivors and their supporters frequently encountered criticisms 
that demonstrated a lack of understanding of community accountability 
principles. For instance, Collette recalled how “sometimes it’s not even a 
valid criticism because they’ve got the wrong end of the stick”. Some 
survivors, supporters and activists created and invited the community into 
spaces of learning about sexual violence and community accountability, 
to help develop knowledge, confidence and skills. However, Collette 
found that turnout at such workshops and events tended to be low, with 
the most critical activists being absent from workshops and events:  
“people need to educate themselves. We’ve held workshops down here 
but people don’t [come], the people who complain the most are the least 
likely to turn up to the workshops. I’d like [it] if people explored within 
themselves what it is that makes them so hostile”. Similarly, Grace set up 
a discussion event, “the idea was for it to be abstract and for the people 
  
in the [social centre] to come and learn about different ways of dealing 
with it so that they could deal with it and we’d help them and none of them 
came. Some of them were ill, genuinely ill, but most of them were really 
hungover from a party”.  
 
Avoiding opportunities to learn and self-examine can be thought of as a form of 
‘pernicious ignorance’ (Dotson, 2011) in which activists in the wider community choose 
to stay unaware and uninformed, even whilst simultaneously delegitimising and 
discrediting survivors, supporters and community accountability strategies. This sets 
up community alternatives to inevitably fail and the burden of sexual violence activism 
can become increasingly concentrated within a small group of survivors and their 
supporters.  
 
5. Placing the burden on survivors 
In the absence of a supportive and informed community the final tactic of 
silencing involves the increased burden of care and support work falling to survivors 
themselves. The difficult and complex work of supporting survivors living with trauma 
is left to women and non-binary of survivors and supporters. For instance, Micah 
described how:  
Always find like I’m supporting other survivors and they’re supporting me 
for the most part we’re non-binary people and women. And men don’t do 
any of the work in making people aware of abusers, supporting people 
when they’re having panic attacks and stuff. [...] I think having friends 
around particularly friends who are also survivors has been good but also 
I feel like I don’t like putting all the pressure on them because I know. It 
is very stressful. I like being there to support other people but also it is 
really hard. 
 
The absence of cisgender men in doing this caring and emotional labour leaves 
gendered hierarchies of social justice movements intact. The lack of a supportive 
activist community can make it difficult for survivors to speak out about what they have 
experienced and demand accountability. For instance, Erin spoke about a ‘weight of 
responsibility’ wherein once her experience is made public she anticipated pressure 
on her to act and be responsible for the process: 
The weight of responsibility then starts and you’re like well I don’t 
want to tell anyone because once I tell people then I’ve got to do 
something. So then you don’t tell people because you think well if I tell 
my friends or the people in my kind of activist community about this then 
I’m going to have to do something, and I don’t think I can do anything yet 
so I won’t tell anyone because then I don’t have to do anything. And it 
becomes this kind of cycle of silence where you just go well I won’t say 
anything because I don’t have the capacity to do anything about it and 
that’s what I’ll be expected to do and it becomes like overbearing. 
 
The fear of scrutiny and burden of responsibility involved in demanding 
accountability for the violence experienced in a community that is unable to support 
survivors and address sexual violence completes a cycle of silence.  
 
Conclusion 
  
In closing, our research project is partial and has its limitations, particularly our 
inability to disrupt whiteness and white supremacy in UK Left social justice movements 
as well as our research collective. However, our interviews with survivors, alongside 
public commentary, revealed the circulation of secrecy and silencing strategies within 
social justice communities. The condition of secrecy and attempts to restore silence 
harms survivors. The focus of this article, on the practices of ‘counter-organising’ 
(INCITE!, 2003; 2006), illuminated how survivors’ experiences can be erased and 
community alternatives be presented as unreachable. Silencing strategies effectively 
dismantled and undermined resources, alternative responses and sources of support. 
Silence and secrecy enabled abusers and the community to evade accountability and 
avoid critical examination of hegemonic power relations within activist communities. 
Survivors and their supporters who continued to speak out, demand and enact 
accountability faced significant challenges.  
Survivors and supporters can be ‘made wrong’ through attacks on their 
credibility, hostility to feminism and constructions of vengeful motives. Claims of sexual 
violence can be dismissed and reframed as a tool to attack and divide the activist 
community. Attempted community alternatives to address violence can be distorted 
and subjected to intense scrutiny. Survivors and supporters involved in anti-violence 
activism can be constructed as bearers of illegitimate and punitive power. Invitations 
to gain knowledge, skills and raise awareness of sexual violence and alternative 
responses can be evaded. This can effectively displace the burden and labour of 
supporting survivors to a small and disparate group of women and non-binary 
survivors, allowing the core of the social justice movement to continue as normal. 
Crucially the ability to name injustice, to compel others to act to resist such injustice 
remains a preserve of the most powerful within social justice movements. In the case 
of women and non-binary survivors demanding accountability for gendered violence, 
entanglements of silencing strategies effectively set community alternatives up to fail. 
This reflects calls from sexual violence survivors for better ‘recognition’ of the role that 
society and culture play in undermining survivors and condoning sexual violence in 
criminal justice responses (McGlynn, Downes and Westmarland, 2017). The silencing 
of survivors and their supporters represents a missed opportunity for the Left to 
provide a valuable space for survivors to develop community alternatives and 
transform society as part of a process of recovery and healing. This would undoubtedly 
be a valuable contribution to both the Left and wider society. 
The salvage research project documented and honoured the lived experiences 
of survivors and illustrated the ongoing dynamics of gender oppression within UK Left 
social justice movements. Such white-dominated social justice movements have a lot 
to learn from a more considered engagement with community alternatives to address 
gendered violence and oppression largely developed by communities of colour 
(Southall Black Sisters, 1990; Siddiqui, 2000; Gupta, 2003; Gill and Rehman, 2004; 
Chantler, 2006; Law, 2011; Kershnar, et al., 2007; INCITE! 2003, 2006, 2007; Kim, 
2010; Kelly, 2010; Bierria ., 2011; Chen, Dulani and Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2011; 
Creative Interventions, 2012; Caulfield, 2013; Patterson, 2016). Community 
alternatives, such as community accountability processes can help survivors to 
recover from trauma and harm experienced and compounded within activist 
communities. For instance, as Breanna put it:  
They’ve [the community accountability working group] restored my hope 
in people. They’ve made me believed which a lot of people didn’t. […] 
They’ve un-sprung me. I was in therapy for 6 months going “I’m stuck I’m 
bitter I’m suicidal something needs to change and I don’t know what it is 
  
and if it doesn’t I’m going to end up dead” and they were the change they 
un-sprung me. Literally. I was like that. It’s like being carried and I don’t 
think they’ll ever know ever ever know exactly how much they’ve done. 
 
In the context of Brexit, a Conservative minority government who at the time of 
writing are seeking an alliance with far right-wing Democratic Unionist Party, an 
expanding prison industrial complex and the inauguration of a US President who has 
bragged about sexually assaulting women, social justice movements need to strive to 
be crucial places of sanctuary. The needs and wellbeing of the most marginalised, 
including survivors, need to be centred in an agenda for social change and 
transformation. 
 
Acknowledgements 
This article is an extended and revised version of papers presented at The 
European Group for Study of Deviance and Social Control annual conferences in 
Liverpool 2014 and Tallinn 2015, the panel ‘Making Feminist Sense of Left-wing and 
Radical Politics in Contemporary Europe’ at the European Conference on Politics and 
Gender and a research seminar at Sussex Gender Studies Centre. I am grateful to all 
who commented there, Vickie Cooper and Emma Williamson who peer-reviewed this 
article. I am also thankful to my conspirators and supporters including Karis Hanson, 
Sarah Lamble, Alison Phipps and Bryony Beynon. However, most importantly I am 
thankful to the survivors who have been so generous in sharing their personal 
experiences, thoughts and ideas with me.  
 
Funding 
The article draws on the research project ‘Salvage: Gendered Harms in Activist 
Communities’. Aspects of this research project, the provisional results meetings and 
workshop facilitation training event, were supported by funds from the Harm and 
Evidence Research Collaborative at the Open University.  
 
References 
Addley, E., Bowcott, O., Elgot, J., Farrell, P. and Crouch, D., (2016), ‘Julian Assange 
is in arbitrary detention, UN panel finds’, The Guardian, 4 February 2016. 
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/feb/04/julian-assange-
wikileaks-arrest-friday-un-investigation (Accessed 27 December 2016) 
Addley, E., and Travis, A., (2017), ‘Swedish prosecutors drop Julian Assange rape 
investigation’, The Guardian, 19 May 2017 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/may/19/swedish-prosecutors-drop-
julian-assange-investigation (Accessed 8 June 2017) 
Ahmed, S., (2010), The Promise of Happiness, Durham and London: Duke University 
Press 
Ahmed, S., (2017), Living a Feminist Life, Durham and London: Duke University Press 
Amos, V., and Parmar, P., (1984), ‘Challenging Imperial Feminism’, Feminist Review, 
vol. 17, pp. 3-19 
Anonymous Refused, (2014), For Your Safety and Security, 3 October 2014. Available 
at: http://anonymousrefused.tumblr.com/post/99047385737/for-your-safety-
and-security (Accessed 10 January 2107) 
Assange, J., (2011), ‘Julian Assange: 'I did not rape those women'’, The Independent, 
22 September 2011. Available at: 
  
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/julian-assange-i-did-not-
rape-those-women-2358652.html (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Audre Lorde Project, Safe OUTside the System Collective and The Safe 
Neighbourhood Campaign, (2016), Safe Party Toolkit. Available at: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxlqoamGVS6lMV9oSy0zNGlYNEE/view 
(Accessed 27 January 2017) 
Bhattacharjya, M., Birchall, J., Caro, P., Kelleher, D. and Sahasranaman, V., (2013), 
‘Why Gender Matters in Activism: Feminism and social justice movements’, 
Gender and Development, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 277-293 
Bierria, A., Carrillo, O., Colbert, E., Ibarra, X., Kigvamasud, T. ‘Vashti and Maulana, 
S., (2011), Taking Risks: Implementing grassroots community accountability 
strategies, Communities Against Rape and Abuse (CARA). Available at: 
https://solidarity-
us.org/files/Implementing%20Grassroots%20Accountability%20Strategies.pdf 
(Accessed 30 July 2016) 
Booth, R., and Ross, A., (2017), ‘Julian Assange confirms he is willing to travel to US 
after Manning decision’. The Guardian, 19 May 2017. Available at 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/jan/19/julian-assange-confirms-he-
is-willing-to-travel-to-us-after-manning-decision (Accessed 8 June 2017) 
Bracchi, P., (2013), ‘Special report: Did Socialist Workers Party cover up NINE rapes? 
Kangaroo court may have cleared an official of raping teenage member… but 
scandal goes far deeper.’ The Daily Mail, 15 March 2013 
Bryan, B., Dadzie, S. and Scafe, S., (1985), The Heart of the Race: Black women’s 
lives in Britain, London: Virago 
Carby, H.V., (1982), ‘White Woman Listen! Black feminism and the boundaries of 
sisterhood’. In: CCCS (eds.) The Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism in 70s 
Britain, London: Routledge, pp. 212-235 
Caulfield, L., (2013), To research community-based safety projects and strategies to 
combat gender violence – USA, Winston Churchill Memorial Trust: Canberra, 
Australia 
Chantler, K., (2006), ‘Independence, Dependency and Interdependence: Struggles 
and resistances of minoritized women with and on leaving violent relationships’, 
Feminist Review, vol. 82, pp. 27-49 
Chen, C-I., Dulani, J. and Piepzna-Samarasinha, L.L., (eds.), (2011), The Revolution 
Starts at Home: Confronting intimate violence within activist communities, 
Brooklyn, NY and Boston, MA: South End Press 
Chesney-Lind, M., (2006), ‘Patriarchy, Crime and Justice: Feminist criminology in an 
era of backlash’, Feminist Criminology, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 6-26 
Christie, N., (1986), ‘The Ideal Victim’. In: Fattah, E.A., (ed.), From Crime Policy to 
Victim Policy: Reorienting the Justice System, Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, pp. 17-30 
Cohen, S., (2001), States of Denial: Knowing about atrocities and suffering, 
Cambridge: Polity 
Coleman, L.M. and Bassi, S.A., (2011), ‘Deconstructing Militant Manhood: 
Masculinities in the disciplining of (anti-)globalization politics’, International 
Feminist Journal of Politics, vol. 13, no. 2, pp. 204-224 
Collins, T., (2013), ‘SWP: Party members write full narrative of Comrade Delta rape 
case’, Socialist Unity. Available at: http://socialistunity.com/swp-party-
members-write-full-narrative-comrade-delta-rape-case (Accessed 2 November 
2017) 
  
Creative Interventions, (2012), Creative Interventions Toolkit: A Practical Guide to 
Stop Interpersonal Violence. Pre-release version. Available at: 
http://www.creative-interventions.org/tools/toolkit/ (Accessed 30 July 2016) 
Crenshaw, K., (1991), ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 
Violence against Women of Color’, Stanford Law Review, vol. 43, no. 6, pp. 
1241-1299 
Crouch, D., (2015), ‘Julian Assange: three cases dropped but inquiry into rape 
allegation continues’, The Guardian, 13 August 2015. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2015/aug/13/julian-assange-cases-
dropped-but-rape-claim-investigation-continues (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Cunningham, D. and Noakes, J., (2008), ‘“What if she's from the FBI?” The effects of 
covert forms of social control on social movements’. In: Deflem, M., (ed.), 
Surveillance and Governance: Crime Control and Beyond, Bingley: Emerald 
Group Publishing: pp. 175–197 
Davies, N., (2010), ‘10 days in Sweden: the full allegations against Julian Assange’, 
The Guardian, 17 December 2010. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2010/dec/17/julian-assange-sweden 
(Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Davis, A.Y., (2003), Are Prisons Obsolete? New York: Seven Stories Press 
Donovan, C., (2016), ‘Challenging the myths: Sexual violence in LGB and/or T 
relationships’. 10th North East Conference on Sexual Violence: Sexual and 
Domestic Violence in Same-sex Relationships, 30th November 2016 
Donovan, C. and Hester, M., (2014), Domestic Violence and Sexuality: What’s love 
got to do with it? Bristol: Policy Press 
Dotson, K., (2011), ‘Tracking Epistemic Violence, Tracking Practices of Silencing’, 
Hypatia, vol. 26, no. 2, pp. 236-257 
Downes, J., (2016), ‘Six key messages about sexual violence in UK activist 
communities’, openDemocracy. Available at   
https://www.opendemocracy.net/transformation/julia-downes/salvaging-
listening-to-sexual-violence-survivors-in-uk-activist-communit (Accessed 26 
January 2017) 
Downes, J., Hanson, K. and Hudson, R., (2016), Salvage: Gendered Violence in 
Activist Communities, Leeds, UK: Footprint Workers Co-op 
Edwards, A., (2013), Socialist Workers' Party held 'sharia-style court' to exonerate 
party member accused of raping female 'comrade'. The Daily Mail, 12 January 
2013. Available at: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2261220/Socialist-
Workers-Party-held-sharia-style-court-exonerate-party-member-accused-
raping-female-comrade.html#ixzz3bnULsZV3 (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Enke, A., (2007), Finding the Movement: Sexuality, contested space and feminist 
activism, Durham and London: Duke University Press 
Filar, R., (2016), Notes towards a theory of the Manarchist Strike! Magazine Available 
at: http://strikemag.org/manarchist/ (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Gill, A. and Rehman, G., (2004), ‘Empowerment through Activism: Responding to 
domestic violence in the South Asian community in London’, Gender and 
Development, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 75-82 
Gilmore, J., Jackson, W. and Monk, H., (2016), Keep Moving: Report on the Policing 
of Barton Moss Community Protection Camp, November 2013 - April 2014. 
Centre for the Study of Crime, Criminalisation and Social Exclusion, Liverpool 
John Moore University Centre for URBan Research (CURB), University of York 
  
Gupta, R., (ed.), (2003), From Homebreakers to Jailbreakers: Southall Black Sisters, 
London: Zed Books 
Hedley, S., (2013), ‘Statement from Steven Hedley’, 28 March 2013. Available at: 
https://stevenhedley.wordpress.com (Accessed 27 January 2017) 
Hereth, J. and Rumpf, C., (2014), Community Accountability for Survivors of Sexual 
Violence Toolkit, Shifting from Carceral to Transformative Justice Feminism 
Conference, DePaul University, 8 March 2014. Available at: 
https://carceralfeminism.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/cassv-reading-group-
toolkit_shifting-from-carceral-to-tj-feminisms_final.pdf (Accessed 27 January 
2017) 
Herman, J., (1992), Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence - From 
Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, New York: Basic Books 
Herman, J., (2005), ‘Justice from the Victim’s Perspective’, Violence Against Women, 
vol. no. 5, pp. 571-602 
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, (2003), Community Accountability 
Principles/Concerns/Strategies/Models Working Document March 5, 2003. 
Available at: http://www.incite-national.org/page/community-accountability-
working-document (Accessed 30 July 2016) 
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, (eds.), (2006), Color of Violence: The 
INCITE! Anthology, Brooklyn, NY and Boston, MA: South End Press 
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, (eds.), (2017), The Revolution Will Not be 
Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex (second edition), Durham: 
Duke University Press. Originally published by South End Press, Cambridge 
MA, 2007. 
Jolivette, A.J., (2015), Research Justice: Methodologies for social change, Bristol: 
Policy Press 
Jones, C., (2013), ‘Secrets and Lies: Undercover police operations raise more 
questions than answers’, Statewatch Journal, vol. 23, no. 2, pp. 16-22 
Jones, H., (2004), ‘Opportunities and Obstacles: The Rape Crisis Federation in the 
UK’, The Journal of Interdisciplinary Gender Studies, vol. 8, nos. 2 and 2, pp. 
55-71 
Jonsson, T., (2016), ‘The narrative reproduction of white feminist racism’, Feminist 
Review, vol. 113, no.1, pp. 50-67 
Kelly, E.L., (2010), ‘Philly Stands Up: Inside the Politics and Poetics of Transformative 
Justice and Community Accountability in Sexual Assault Situations’, Social 
Justice, vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 44-57. Available at: 
https://communityaccountability.files.wordpress.com/2012/06/philly-stands-
up.pdf (Accessed 30 July 2016) 
Kelly, L., (1996), ‘Tensions and Possibilities: Enhancing informal responses to 
domestic violence’. In: Edleson, J.L. and Eisikovits, Z.V., (eds.), Future 
Interventions with Battered Women and their Families, Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, pp. 119-147 
Kershnar, S., Haines, S., Harkins, G., Greig, A., Wiesner, C., Levy, M., Shah, P., Kim, 
M. and Carr, J., (2007), Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach 
to Child Sexual Abuse and other forms of Intimate and Community Violence. A 
Call to Action for the Left and the Sexual and Domestic Violence Sectors, 
Oakland, CA: generationFIVE. Available at: http://www.generationfive.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/07/G5_Toward_Transformative_Justice-Document.pdf 
(Accessed 30 July 2016) 
  
Kim, M., (2010), ‘Moving Beyond Critique: Creative Interventions and Reconstructions 
of Community Accountability’, Social Justice, vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 14-35 
Kindon, S., Pain, R. and Kesby, M., (2009), ‘Participatory Action Research’. In: Kitchin, 
R. and Thrift, N., (eds.), International Encyclopedia of Human Geography (Vol. 
8). Oxford, UK: Elsevier, pp. 90-95 
Lamble, S., (2013), ‘Queer Necropolitics and the Expanding Carceral State: 
Interrogating Sexual Investments in Punishment’, Law Critique, vol. 24, pp. 
229–253 
Lamble, S., (2015), ‘On responding to violence without recourse to ‘carceral logics’, 
and strategies for systemic change through grassroots action’, Justice Matters 
for Women conference, 20 May 2015. Available online 
https://vimeo.com/129009653 (Accessed 24 January 2017) 
Law, V., (2011), ‘Protection without the Police: North American Community Responses 
to Violence in the 1970s and Today’, Upping the Anti, vol. 12, pp. 91-104 
Left U., (2014), ‘Our Alternative to ‘Safe Spaces’: A short code of conduct’. Proposed 
by Tina Becker, seconded by Robert Eagleton, 20 November 2014. Available 
at: http://leftunity.org/our-alternative-to-safe-spaces-a-short-code-of-conduct 
(Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Leneghan, C., (2013), ‘Domestic Violence and International Women’s Day RMT’, 8 
March 2013. Available at:   
https://carolineleneghan.wordpress.com/2013/03/08/3/ (Accessed 31 July 
2016) 
Lubbers, E., (2012), ‘Undercover Research: Corporate and Police Spying on Activists’, 
Surveillance and Society, vol. 13, no. 3/ 4, pp. 338-353. Available at: 
http://library.queensu.ca/ojs/index.php/surveillance-and-society/index 
(Accessed 30 July 2016) 
McGlynn, C., Downes, J. and Westmarland, N., (2017), ‘Seeking justice for survivors 
of sexual violence: Recognition, voice and consequences’. In: Zinsstag, E. and 
Keenan, M., (eds.), Sexual Violence and Restorative Justice: Legal, social and 
therapeutic dimensions, London: Routledge. 
McMillan, L., (2013), ‘Sexual Victimisation: Disclosure, responses and impact’. In: 
Lombard, N. and McMillan, L., (eds.), Violence Against Women: Current Theory 
and Practice in Domestic Abuse, Sexual Violence and Exploitation, London: 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, pp. 71-86 
McMillan, L., (2016), ‘Police Officers’ Perceptions of False Allegations of Rape’, 
Journal of Gender Studies. Available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2016.1194260  
McMillan, L. and White, D., (2015), ‘“Silly Girls” and “Nice Young Lads” Vilification and 
Vindication in the Perceptions of Medico-Legal Practitioners in Rape Cases’, 
Feminist Criminology, vol. 10, no. 3, pp. 279-298 
Miriam, K., (2010), ‘Feminism or Barbarism: The Patriarchy Papers 2010’. Available 
at: https://kmiriam.wordpress.com/feminism-or-barbarism-the-patriarchy-
papers-2010/ (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Mogul, J.L., Ritchie, A.J. and Whitelock, K., (2011), Queer (In)Justice: The 
criminalization of LGBT people in the United States, Boston, MA: Beacon Press 
Morris, C.D., (2010), ‘Why Misogynists Make Great Informants: How Gender Violence 
on the Left Enables State Violence in Radical Movements’, make/shift: 
feminisms in motion journal. Available at http://www.truth-
out.org/archive/item/89858:why-misogynists-make-great-informants 
(Accessed 9 March 2017) 
  
Norman, J., (2012), ‘Assange, the European Arrest Warrant and the Supreme Court’, 
The F Word, 30 May 2012. Available at 
http://www.thefword.org.uk/blog/2012/05/assange_the_eur (Accessed 31 July 
2016) 
Patterson, J., (ed.), (2016), Queering Sexual Violence: Radical voices from within the 
anti-violence movement, Riverdale, NY: Riverdale Avenue books 
Peterson, K., (1999), ‘Romancing the Shelter: The state, activism, and domestic 
violence funding’, Minnesota Review, vol. 50-51, pp. 63-73 
Phipps, A., (2014), The Politics of the Body: Gender in a Neoliberal and 
Neoconservative Age, Cambridge: Polity 
Platt, E., (2014), ‘Comrades at war: the decline and fall of the Socialist Workers Party’, 
New Statesman, 20 May 2014. Available online: 
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2014/05/comrades-war-decline-and-
fall-socialist-workers-party (accessed on 9 January 2017) 
Price, J.M., (2012), Structural Violence: Hidden brutality in the lives of women, Albany, 
NY: SUNY Press 
Razaq, R., Woodhouse, C. and Bentham, M., (2010), ‘Dark forces at work to take 
Julian Assange to US, says lawyer’, The Evening Standard, 8 December 2010. 
Available at http://www.standard.co.uk/news/dark-forces-at-work-to-take-
julian-assange-to-us-says-lawyer-6544584.html (Accessed 26 January 2017) 
Richie, Beth E. (1996) Compelled to Crime: The gender entrapment of black battered 
women. New York, NY: Routledge 
Richie, B.E., (2012), Arrested Justice: Black women, violence and America’s prison 
nation, New York, NY: New York University Press 
Rojas Durazo, C.A., (2010), ‘In Our Hands: Community accountability as pedagogical 
strategy’, Social Justice, vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 76-100 
Sanders, T., and Campbell, R., (2007), Designing Out Vulnerability, Building in 
Respect: violence, safety and sex work policy, British Journal of Sociology, vol. 
58, no. 1, pp. 1-18 
Schulman, S., (2016), Conflict is Not Abuse: Overstating harm, community 
responsibility and the duty of repair, Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press 
Sell, H., (2013), Combating Violence Against Women: A socialist perspective on 
fighting women's oppression, Socialist Party, 11 April 2013. Available at: 
http://www.socialistparty.org.uk/keyword/Left_and_radical/SWP/16503/11-04-
2013/combating-violence-against-women-a-socialist-perspective-on-fighting-
womens-oppression (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Siddiqui, H., (2000), ‘Black Women’s Activism: Coming of age?’ Feminist Review, vol. 
64, pp. 83-96 
Socialist Party, (2013), ‘Steve Hedley Resignation from Socialist Party’, Socialist 
Party, 14 March 2013. Available at: 
http://www.socialistparty.org.uk/articles/16319 (Accessed 31 July 2016) 
Southall Black Sisters, (ed.), (1990), Against the Grain: A celebration of survival and 
struggle, Nottingham: Russell Press 
Spade, D., (2011), Normal Life: Administrative violence, critical trans politics and the 
limits of the law, Brooklyn, NY and Boston, MA: South End Press 
Spade, D. and Willse, C., (2014), Sex, Gender, and War in an Age of Multicultural 
Imperialism, QED: A Journal in GLBTQ Worldmaking, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 5-29 
Stanley, E.A. and Smith, N., (eds.), (2011), Captive Genders: Trans embodiment and 
the prison industrial complex, Edinburgh and Oakland, CA: AK Press 
  
Stark, E., (2007), Coercive Control: How men entrap women in personal life, New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press 
Sudbury, J., (1998), 'Other Kinds of Dreams': Black women's organisations and the 
politics of transformation, London and New York: Routledge 
Sudbury, J., (2005), ‘Celling Black Bodies: Black women in the global prison industrial 
complex’, Feminist Review, vol. 80, pp. 162-179 
Warburton, T., (2016), ‘Coming to Terms: Rethinking Popular Approaches to 
Anarchism and Feminism’, Perspectives on Anarchist Theory, vol. 29, (Spring 
2016). Available at: https://anarchiststudies.org/2017/01/13/coming-to-terms-
rethinking-popular-approaches-to-anarchism-and-feminism-by-theresa-
warburton/ (Accessed 7 March 2017) 
Whitley, L., and Page, T., (2015), ‘Sexism at the Centre: Locating the problem of 
sexual harassment’, New Formations, vol. 86, pp. 34-53 
Wilcox, P., (2000), ‘“Me Mother’s Bank and Me Nanan’s, You Know, Support”: Women 
who left domestic violence in England and issues of informal support’, Women’s 
Studies International Forum, vol. 23, no. 1, pp. 1-13 
Wilcox, P., (2006), ‘Communities, Care and Domestic Violence’, Critical Social Policy, 
vol. 26, no. 4, pp. 722-747 
	
